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Your head feels like someone is driving a spike into it.  You can’t function. You have a headache.   I have known a few people who never had a headache but they are rare. Most people get at least an occasional headache.  The average person gets one, takes an over the counter pain reliever and is fine within several hours.  But there are some who get regular or daily headaches or very severe headaches that don’t go away so easily.  A good headache can ruin your whole day or in some cases several days.  Chronic headache disorders are experienced by 45 million Americans and account for 120 million lost workdays per year in the United States alone. 28 million American suffer migraines each year (National Headache Foundation)

The International Headache Society (IHS) recently published its second edition of headache classification. There are 150 categories.  Headaches are divided into Primary and Secondary.  Primary headaches account for 94% of all headaches and are made up of Tension/Stress (78%) followed by Migraines (16%)). The “Secondary” category of headaches only accounts for 6% of the total, which are related to an underlying pathology as in the case of people having tumors.  
In any given day 2.5% of the population has a migraine type headache, 10% has a tension type headache and 2.5% have cervicogenic headache (biomechanical problems in upper neck).  There are analgesic rebound headaches when ongoing medication is stopped or caffeine withdrawal headaches. There are studies that show taking ongoing medication can in and of it self cause increased headaches. There are cluster headaches which are a series of headaches usually occurring in men, usually severe pain felt near one eye with nasal congestion.  Typically they occur 1-2 hours after falling asleep once every 24 hours for 6-12 weeks at a time.  There are exertional headaches that come on after strenuous physical activity and histamine headaches resulting from ingestion of histamine (eg. found in some wines or excessive blood histamine from allergy).  Post lumbar puncture headaches come on after hospital spinal taps. Some people get headaches from strong smells like bleach or perfumes. 6% of headaches are major disease problems such as tumors. 
The question of how to deal with headaches can be answered by how they impact your life.  A really severe or disabling headache may require medication but on going medication can make the process worse or addict you to pain medication. The medical journal Cephalgia (headache) says patients should not use acute treatment medication  for more than 2 days a week.  Being pain free and fully functioning within 2-4 hours is the goal of acute headache therapy.  An inability to reach this goal suggests the need to change medication and promote self-management through other means. What is causing your headache is another good question.  There are things we can easily change in our lives and there are things we can’t.  I have seen people with tension headaches going through a nasty divorce.  Until they are on the other side they may not be able to remove the cause.  

Headache studies at Duke University, show spinal joint manipulation can help headaches. In our office we use a gentle low force spinal adjustment method called Activator. This technique uses a series of isolation tests and structural analysis to determine specific areas in the neck under biomechanical dysfunction and then fixes them.   The advantage here is a gentle method that does not require heavy manipulation of the neck or loud snaps at is corrects structural irritation of the head area.  I have known people who have had headaches every day of their life for 35 years and we have been able to eliminate them.  In these cases I think there was a rough birthing process that locked up something in the neck and caused the headaches.  Some headaches require medication due to severity but if you want to see if there is a biomechanical cause to your headache and eliminate it without drugs, try a chiropractor.
Studies show most migraine patients have one or more food triggers. Some have combinations such as red wine with high stress plus a large cup of caffeine. Sulfites (found in red wine, caffeine, high fat foods, aged cheese (tyramine is found in fermented foods), nitrites (in sandwich meat), glutamates (found in monosodium glutamate), strong smells (perfume or bleach), or Nutrasweet found in diet sodas, to name a few.

There are foods that help headaches.  Omega 3 fatty acids found in fish, walnuts and flaxseed can reduce or eliminate migraines or other headaches by inhibiting inflammation in blood vessels in the brain.  You can eat fish but most fish now has mercury and PCB’s in it from pollution.  The safer way to go is use fish oil that has had the bad stuff taken out. I used to average 3 sinus headaches a month.  18 months ago I started taking 3000 mg per day and have not had a headache since.  Magnesium is a natural muscle relaxant and can help both with tension headaches, migraines and menstrual headaches.  I recommend about 400 mg. per day for people with headaches.  Almonds and pumpkin seeds are high in magnesium but I find a powder form of magnesium citrate mixed in water to be more absorbable and more effective.  Lack of water causes dehydration and headaches.  I recommend 8 eight ounce glasses of water for people with headaches.
This information is educational and not meant for the diagnosis or treatment of any disease. For specific treatment see  a trained health care professional. If you would like to see past articles by Dr. Anderson, you may find them at www.drcraiganderson.com/articles.html
